-the liberal fallacy of assuming that because we can perceive a problem we are, de facto, not part of the problem‖ (Mamet, House 114) . To achieve this, the audience must be ushered into the diegesis by means of a pragmatic balancing act where the artist meets the audience halfway. Critic Thomas L.
King pointed out that the words pragmatic and practical are both cognates of the Greek word , or -upright action‖ (540). Artistic effectiveness, therefore, would depend to a significant degree on the spectator's willingness to suspend his disbelief and the artist's capacity to hide his hand. Either perspective requires enthusiasm. After all, compromises like these can be seen as constructive investments towards an abstract, overarching objective. Mamet once expressed his relief that Ernest Hemingway and Edith Wharton, two of his literary heroes, could sometimes -write such trash;‖ that the qualitative gap between their best and worst work proved that -making art isn't magic but fucking hard work‖ (Mamet, qtd. in Wetzsteon 114). The actor Colin Stinton, Mamet habitué of many years, similarly evoked Mamet's pragmatism when discussing the playwright's readiness during rehearsals
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Power by Deception to cut away all lines that sound untrue or digress from the through-action (qtd. in Dean 39) . What matters, then, is not the fetish of the creation as product, but its evocative potential in presentation to an audience.
In South of the Northeast Kingdom, his paean to the state of Vermont written for National Geographic, Mamet states that traditions are artificial and so can be -continued only through force of will‖ (5). Further into the book, he quotes from Sherwood Anderson's novel Poor White (1920) the conviction that -[a] man who has a trade is a man, and he can tell the rest of the world to go to hell‖ (129). The stoicism here evoked shies away from self-congratulation in the awareness that any act performed without focused introspection is a threat to one's integrity. Epictetus, a stoic philosopher to whom Mamet regularly refers, claims that -it is disgraceful for man to begin and end where animals do‖ (Epictetus 13-4).
From the artist's perspective, the stoic attitude reflects a sensitivity towards processes instead of a primitive susceptibility to -the value of externals‖ (6)-i.e. an attachment to form over substance. Such a disposition enables the artist to remain connected to his objectives and values despite distractions. To Mamet, there is no such thing as pre-existing character but only words on a page. As he argues in Three Uses of the Knife, his treatise on the nature and purpose of drama, meaning results from the dramatization of impressions into what is ideally a three-actstructure (3, 8, 64) . Echoing anthropologist Victor Turner's views on social interaction and man's primeval survival mechanism (32), stimulates the individual to learn from adversity and to grow by confronting problems and formulating solutions. The purpose of drama, hence, would be to remind audiences that although -in an extraordinarily debauched, interesting, savage world‖ (18) the hero journey can never be completed,
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Pivot 1.1 growth through functional frameworks nonetheless remains possible:
Just as commercial pabulum reduces all of us (the creator, the ‗producer,' the viewer) to the status of consumer slaves, so dramatic art raises the creators and viewers to the status of communicants. We who made it, formed it, saw it, went through something together, now we are veterans. Now we are friends. (53) In similar fashion, Mamet has argued that -[t]he joke, the tragedy, and the comedy‖ are designed to lead the mind of the audience -to its own confusion‖ (Mamet -Confession‖) . By analogy, moreover, the characters in his dramas appear overwhelmed by the society in which they find themselves.
Pioneering Mamet-critic Dennis Carroll, for one, has noted that -[i]n Mamet, the greatest masters of effective ‗blah'‖ are these characters, -those who are most lost, deluded, and compromised‖ (22). Due to Mamet's perceptibly ambivalent attitude towards deception, his characters are trapped in the inner logic of their self-styled language while simultaneously putting it to constructive ends. These figures are masters of self-reliance, yet only within the limited framework of their limited objectives. After all, this presumably marginal status of Mamet's characters appears to follow solely from their incapacity to transcend their situation.
Paraphrasing William Hazlitt, Mamet contends that -it is easy to get the mob to agree with you-all you have to do is agree with the mob‖ (Mamet, Truth 111) . Even so, the mob's opinion continually changes, which makes the impostor's influence temporary at best. The matter is different, though, when the very means of expression and reference are controlled, or, as Michel Foucault reminds us, -Power is exercised only over free subjects‖ (Foucault 428 ). Mamet, for one, considers language as intrinsically exhortative due to its capacity to connect and confuse (Isaacs 219) . Interaction,
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Power by Deception after all, implies a set of values. Any action that constitutes said interaction, therefore, must be meaningful in order to be effective. Charismatically efficient discourses, i.e. discourses with a significant capacity to connect and confuse, then, are products of negotiations rooted in language, which in itself is both a disciplined negotiation and a generative matrix.
Acknowledging the transfer of meaning that encapsulates a purposeful linguistic utterance, then, establishes the latter as expertise with the human psyche for immediate financial gain. Arguably, the opportunistic playwright could do the same, should that be his objective. In all his eagerness, however, Charles has overlooked his lover's warning that -their job is not to guess, but to aid… to… to create an atmosphere‖ (Mamet, Shawl 100, italics in the original).
There are no straightforward formulas, only guiding principles to react constructively to a situation. But creating the right atmosphere is the crucial first step towards manipulation, for it is the framework that decides on the content and steers the interpretation.
Given the plausibility of John's teachings in the second act, it is all the more ironic that the act ends with Charles threatening to leave his lover should he fail to comply with his own crude, exhortative scheme to con Miss A out of her presumed fortune. Shortly after the third act begins, the audience's wavering between various perspectives is resolved by the realization that the men's second meeting with their victim is driven by fraudulent techniques. Indeed, Charles' pushy interventions in the séance (110), the concretization of some preconceived ruses (106), and the incantation -As, Alif Casyl, Zaza, Hit Mel Melat‖ (110) Everyday Life. Familiar as Fords may be, though, they must still be driven attentively. The book's title is a first tell that its author is not as careful as she should be, since it evokes a propensity to generalize, which is further emphasized by the cover's conspicuous red lettering more attuned to tabloid titles. Moments after we see her autographing a fan's copy, Ford's hubris is denounced by a patient who asks her if she thinks she is exempt from bare human experience (Mamet, PATIENT. I said he couldn't make anybody a whore that was not a whore to start out with. (29) As seems customary, this session, in which Ford assumes the position of therapist again, is followed by a meeting with her own officious therapist. With hindsight, her experience at the House of Games affects her professional outlook more than she anticipated. Echoing Billy Hahn in calling her trade a con game, she realizes her patient's problem is too complex for her limited professional expertise. Such is her confusion that she makes a Freudian slip, which triggers Dr. Littauer's advice that Ford take her -own prescription‖ and do -something else,‖ (30) something -that brings her joy‖ (31). The film's montage completes Ford's characterization with a shot of the cheque made out for the con men, followed by the protagonist's return to the House of Games. It is thus suggested that Ford enjoys the company of hustlers and believes her previous experience served as a rite of passage, an impression supported by the con men's sympathetic treatment of her after she discovered the scam, as well as by Mike's repeated invitations. She is flattered and impressed, and now considers herself protected from further deception.
With her proposition to write -a study of the confidence game‖ (33) Ford seeks to obtain the best of both worlds. Yet her plan is flawed as it ignores the observer's paradox of impossible disinterestedness. Mamet, then, counterpoints Ford's plan with another series of clues she fails to notice.
Given that Ford wants to learn -how,‖ in Mike's words, -a true The irony is blatant but goes by uncommented. As it stands, Ford is subjected to an introduction into the discipline from which she essentially derives her sense of professional selfhood. She allows herself to be driven into Mike's world, and now he redefines her own. Soon, then, the unbeatable player drives home the message unequivocally: 
MIKE. What is it…?
FORD. Yes.
MIKE. That's good. (38, italics in the original)
Power is indeed only exercised over free subjects, yet presenting manipulation as free choice speeds matters up.
Ford's patient's claim that one cannot turn somebody into a whore who -was not a whore to start out with‖ (29) was beside the point. In the con man's world where ‗Fair is foul, and foul is fair' the rule of the game is -Don't Trust Nobody‖ (37).
Midway through House of Games Ford has mentally and physically submitted to Mike's authority. He has no qualms about being -a con man, a criminal‖ (41) question. The psychiatrist may well be an addict, then, or even a whore, but her traumatic experience with con men forces her to introspect. Being intelligent enough to realize that irrational extremes caused her misery, she learns to acknowledge her imperfections and act constructively upon them. In the words of Bobby Gould from Mamet's Speed-the-Plow (1988), which was his first play to premiere after the release of House of Games, Ford is now -a whore … but a secure whore‖ (141, italics in the original). The dramatist's provocation at the end of House of Games thus confronts the audience with the (re-)generative potential of drama as it stages deception, self-reflexivity, and heroism at the same time. Ford's pragmatism is immoral, but the existential journey she has travelled celebrates her-and with her, once again, the audience's-capacity for critical judgment.
In both The Shawl and House of Games an air of mystery resists narrative transparency. The pattern surrounding the self-reliant protagonist imposes humility upon the spectator while offering strategies -to outwit victimization‖ (Nadel 6).
Mamet here reveals the charismatic mechanisms of deception, but in doing so again deceives his audience. Unlike the con men he dramatizes, we thus have the possibility of seeing the manipulation performed on the thematic, structural, and scenographic levels. Inspired by the basic tenets of theatrical performance, Mamet here accordingly repurposes a negatively connoted practice into a constructive metaphor that allows one to think trans-contextually. It is a call for a frame of assent which would integrate diversity, process morality, and stimulate reflexivity.
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